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Introduction: Motivations and Questions  
The motivation of this thesis origins from my personal experience. I started 
thinking about the power of storytelling in preserving the marginalized cultural 
heritage when I was still a high school student and witnessed the large-scale 
urban renovation project happening in my hometown Datong, the capital of 
Shanxi Province. Datong is a typical post-industrial city that is famous for its 
long urban history with numerous historic sites including the existing ancient 
city walls dated back to the A.D. 600s. However, in 2008, the old dwellings of the 
inner Datong City were going to be demolished with the commissioning of the 
new urban renovation project.1 At the same time, for preserving their spatial-
related memory, thousands of former residents donated their collections 
including photos and videos of the old city to the local museums, and because of 
the spontaneous donations from the local community, the city’s Museum of 
History held a special exhibition for memorizing the city’s disappearing 
neighborhoods.2 It was a period when almost everyone living in the city started 
participating in the narrative of the city’s past, while most of the stories were 
based on their personal stories and family histories. By recalling and 
memorializing their stories bonded with a certain space of the city, people could 
                                               
1 Ian Johnson, “China’s Glorious New Past”, The New York Review of Books, Jun 1, 2011. 
https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2011/06/01/chinas-glorious-new-past/ 






partly cure their psychological trauma after witnessing their former homes being 
demolished in the irreversible urbanization. It was the first time when I felt the 
power and enthusiasm of the community’s storytelling. Driven by the 
enthusiasm of telling their stories, the community intentionally took part in the 
changing of the traditional way for memorizing the history by spontaneously 
creating personal memorials and sharing the memorials with the public, 
especially when the large-scale public incidents happened. 
Also, in this procedure the voice of the minority groups who are always 
ignored could be better heard by telling their stories to the public. For 
example, the stories of the elder residents who had lived in the 
dilapidated dwellings for nearly all of their life were interviewed and 
reported by the journalists.3 
However, I have not observed the obvious representation of women as 
subjects of the public historical narratives, while women as family 
members always play an important role in people’s recalling of their 
family memories, in which they are mostly described as dedicated 
mothers, wives or sisters. As a persisting and common phenomenon, the 
passing down of the family’s storytelling of women’s history is an inter-
generational tradition that sometimes tends to happen between women 
members, which not only appear in my life experience, but also in the 
scholars’ academic studies. For example, in American anthropologist 
                                               
3 Ibid, 2. 
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Martha Norkunas’s book published in 2002, Monuments and Memories, she 
examines how events and people are memorialized in her hometown, 
Lowell, Massachusetts. In the cataloguing of the book, she confirmed the 
sense that women “were seldom remembered in public spaces, despite 
their importance to the city’s history, development, and public 
life”(Norkunas, 2002).  She uses stories from her own family which related 
the experiences of her grandmother, her mother and her aunt to 
compensate as a “gendered form of memorializing women”, while the 
gender expectations that defined men’s and women’s worlds in Lowell 
also influenced the stories that were told within her family, and she 
asserts that “these stories, the ones that were told openly and the ones that 
were told in hushed tones, were the real history of Lowell, the history that 
mattered, and that only the women knew it.”(Norkunas, 2002) The 
continuing influence of a separate-spheres ideology still informs personal 
as well as public decisions, and this social identification also reflects the 
gendered public-private dichotomy that existed in the local history of 
many places. 
When I came to New York City in 2018 and visited Chinatown in 
downtown Manhattan for many times, I noticed that this separate-spheres 
narrative of communal stories exists, too. The Chinese American 
immigrant families value their inter-generational cultural legacies in their 
traditional way, which always shows as mottos or antiques passed down 
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from their elder generations, called “Chuan Jia Bao”(Family Treasures).4 
Besides, since Manhattan's Chinatown has a long history of gender-frozen 
bachelors’ society since the 1880s until the late 1940s, the invisibility of 
women in both public spaces and historical archives is drastic. Thus, the 
family-passed stories could be one of the remaining ways of rediscovering 
the history of the early Chinese women immigrants in this ethnic enclave. 
Following the idea that Martha Norkunas suggests in her book, the family 
stories "are an alternative kind of monument", which could be generated 
into the more objective study of public monuments and spaces. 
(Norkunas, 2002) Meanwhile, because this participant-observer approach 
in public history that encourages scholars to examine their own family 
storytelling experiences is still an unprecedented study scholarly, there 
are still not so many similar explorations until now.5 It inspires me to 
think about how our pasts and the ways we imagine them shape those 
stories.  
Gradually, the power of storytelling in historic preservation has been 
noticed and publicly announced as an important way of reserving the 
vulnerable cultural heritage. For example, for advancing knowledge, 
                                               
4 Museum of Chinese in America, “Family Treasures/传家宝”, 
https://www.mocanyc.org/visit/events/family_treasures_%E4%BC%A0%E5%AE%B6%E5%AE%9D_0 
5 “Indeed, even the Journal of American History, in its June 2002 issue, addresses directly the nexus of 
“self and subject.”  Thus, the self-reflective nature of this book exemplifies a trend toward ethnography 
among scholars.” Roberts, Paige. "Monuments and Memory: History and Representation in Lowell, 




understanding, and significance of twentieth-century heritage, in 
particular, the International Scientific Committee on Twentieth Century 
Heritage (ISC20C) (2011) acknowledges that “archival research” and 
“interpretation and promotion” are critical considerations in the 
conservation planning process and the promotion and celebration of this 
heritage with the wider community is essential. Also, the key topic 
discussed at the 2014 Australia ICOMOS Symposium was how narrative 
could be used by advocates to inspire support. The symposium 
participants emphasized the power of influential communication and 
telling stories that encourage a personal connection (Hood and Watson, 
2015). In Wilson’s paper issued in 2014, Engaging in design activism and 
communicating cultural significance through contemporary heritage storytelling, 
the author believes that “heritage storytelling can contribute to long-term 
cultural, environmental and economic outcomes through facilitating 
cultural connectedness, participatory engagement, behavior change, 
increased resilience, risk management, and sustainable tourism” (Wilson, 
2016). 
In the 1980s, the power of place-oriented storytelling was rediscovered by 
Manhattan’s Chinatown’s community-based organizations, such as the 
New York Chinatown History Project and the Lower East Side Tenement 
Museum. The New York Chinatown History Project was started in 1980 
by Charlie Lai and John Kuo Wei Tchen. In Lin Jan’s book published in 
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2005, The power of urban ethnic places: cultural heritage and community life, the 
author interviewed Charlie Lai asking his motivations of starting up the 
Chinatown History Project, Charlie mentioned his realization of racial 
identity and the awakening sense of mission in preserving Chinese 
immigrants’ legacies: “ The changes of the 1960s, civil rights and 
immigration law change . . . There was the anti-war movement and 
Vietnam, and there was a perception that they were Asian like us. We 
were situated in Chinatown, in the midst of turmoil, and a feeling of 
wanting to take the community back . . . In the early days, there were not 
many books written, not much doing of research, preserving history”(Lin, 
2005). Following the setting up of the Project, for the first time they began 
to notice the treasure trove of community artifacts that were being left on 
Chinatown sidewalks and the special qualities of the dilapidated 
tenement buildings. In 1984 they held their first exhibition chronicling the 
quiet but heroic struggles of the Chinese American laundry workers, by 
displaying the mundane household items such as flatirons, letters and old 
suitcases and telling the stories behind them. Consequently, there was a 
“power of space” (Hayden 1995) that comes with recognizing and 
protecting humble buildings and neighborhoods as historic sites and 
cultural memorials as focal landmarks of preservationists. 
Besides, when examining the power of storytelling in the cases that the 
subjects or objects of the narrative are women, the racialized gendered 
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geography could become more apparent to be realized, especially about 
the historical invisible women’s relationship with public spaces and micro 
private spaces. All the studies of Reiser Robbins in 2015, Laurajane 
Smith’s study in 2010 and Norkunas’s study in 2009 enhanced how the 
family storytelling revealed people’s perceiving and highlighting the 
gendered spaces’ historic meaning. “the oral histories took a geo-
biographical approach, looking at the “spatial relations in people’s 
memories [that help] to elucidate more complex, even dissonant, historical 
landscapes.” (Reiser Robbins and Robbins 2015: 257).  
This consciousness of gendered space shown in historical narratives 
provides a solution for completing the spatial memorial map of history, 
thus could help sustainably preserving the community’s cultural legacy in 
a changing neighborhood. Moreover, contemporary storytelling has  new 
characteristics, including the frequent use of social media and digital 
techniques as transmission mechanisms, and the community’s realization 
and formation of “spontaneous memorials” with the psychological 
enthusiasm after experiencing unexpected public incidents.6 For example, 
in the largest labor strike in the history of New York’s Chinatown in 1982, 
                                               
6 “Spontaneous memorials’ (also termed ‘spontaneous shrines’, ‘makeshift memorials’, ‘ephemeral 
memorials’, or ‘temporary memorials’) are, as Haney et al. note, a public response to the unanticipated, 
violent deaths of people who do not fit into the categories of those we expect to die, who may be 
engaging in routine activities in which there is a reasonable expectation of safety, and with whom the 
participants in the ritual share some common identification (Haney et al. 1997: 161)..Doss calls ‘memorial 
mania’: ‘an obsession with issues of memory and history and an urgent, excessive desire to express, or 
claim, those issues in visibly public contexts’ (Doss 2008: 7).” Cited from Museum and Society. 2003. 




when Chinese women immigrants for the first time occupied the public 
spaces as a major group, the participators spontaneously collected and 
donated the tangible memorials, including the petitions, magazines, 
leaflets, the union caps and T-shirts they wore, the picket signs, and 
banners they held at the day of the strike, to the public organizations such 
as the Museum of Chinese in America and the International Ladies' 
Garment Workers' Union (ILGWU). 
Nevertheless, as Chinese Americans are becoming more geographically 
dispersed and Chinatown is facing irreversible gentrification, the 
continuing salience of Manhattan’s Chinatown points to a focal site for 
cultural activities and collective sentiments. There is a tension within 
different Chinese American communities when the second-, third-, and 
fourth-generation Chinese Americans grow up in different places and 
carry different values and interests. Also, in scholars’ interviews with the 
second-generation Chinese immigrants working in Chinatown for cultural 
preservation, they found that the young generation’s cultural identity 
were mostly formed while growing up, and the first time they learned 
about their past stories was in schools. “ Telly Wong, Program Manager 
with the Explore Chinatown campaign, like many second-generation 
Chinese Americans, he tended to suppress his cultural identity while 
growing up, with a later reawakening at college” (Lin, 2011). Following 
the change of the immigrants’ ways of hearing the story from the inter-
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family stories to public narratives, the family stories are gradually 
incorporated into the immigrants’ history. In this procedure, the 
application of transmedia storytelling across multiple media platforms is 
emerging as a strategy for communicating complex narratives by 
“bringing together collective intelligence, facilitating participation, and 
delivering a unified message via various channels” (Jenkins, 2006).   
In conclusion, the historical storytelling of the Chinese American women’s 
history in Manhattan's Chinatown could be a lens for examining the 
existing questions when preserving the underrepresented groups’ cultural 
legacies in a changing neighborhood. Before examining the specific cases, 
some questions that put forward by previous scholarships may point out 
the directions of thinking: 
Who are the major narrators in telling the stories of Chinese American 
women’s history in Manhattan's Chinatown? Why do they want to 
remember these stories and share them with the public? What reasons 
encouraged them to consciously share their personal stories with the 
public? How has this conscious and spontaneous sharing of family stories 
changed the traditional ways of representing the community’s history? In 
what ways they preserved the tangible and intangible cultural legacies 
about the Chinese women immigrants’ history? Which ways are more 
sustainable? How did the gendered spaces are narrated in their 
storytelling? What’s the historic meaning of this narrative itself? When the 
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narrators changed intergenerationally, how did the content and method of 
storytelling change? How did this change finally form the public’s 
understanding of that period of history? Based on these questions, this 





















Chapter One: Historical Background  
In the introduction, the power of storytelling shows how Chinatown’s local 
cultural organizations collected and exhibited the mundane households and oral 
history archives, which have been influenced by the idea of the “power of 
places” and awakening racial and cultural identity after the 1960s. Also, the 
power of storytelling is enhanced after the 2000s when the idea of “spontaneous 
memorials” are more frequently mentioned as an initiative bottom-to-up way of 
creating memorials after large-scale social incidents happened, and the popular 
application of transmedia storytelling has changed the traditional family-based, 
intergenerational storytelling. To better understand the changes of the ways and 
contents of storytelling and how they impacted on culture heritage’s 
preservation, we need to start from the beginning of the story, to understand the 
historical context of different generations of narrators, especially the changing 
social identity of women whose cultural legacy is hard to be remembered 
without intergenerational storytelling. 
Historically, the gendered geographical narrative exists in the tradition of 
Manhattan’s Chinatown’s historical storytelling, which is rooted in its long-time 
single-gender enclaved society. To clarify this phenomenon, in this chapter, the 
basic historical background of the research will show in two intersected parts. 
The first section is the vicissitudes of Manhattan’s Chinatown: I will introduce 
the formation and evolution of Manhattan’s Chinatown following the expanding 
of its boundary, gentrification of its neighborhood, and the changing of the local 
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community’s demographic composition and social identity. The vicissitudes 
could be divided into three major time periods: the first period is from 1870s to 
1945, when the Manhattan’s Chinatown was mainly a bachelor’s society where 
women’s representations were scarcely to be seen; the second period is from 1945 
to 2000s, when the post-war Chinese women immigrants came to Chinatown, 
took important role in Chinatown’s prosperous garment industry and advocated 
for labor rights movement. The third period is from 2001 after the 9/11 
catastrophe happened and Manhattan's Chinatown collapsed, large groups of 
Chinese moved out and Chinatown faced a dilemma of whether to face the 
irreversible gentrification or preserve the historical context of its neighborhood. 
The second section is the brief history of Chinese women immigrants of 
Manhattan’s Chinatown, from the struggles of the earliest women arrivals in the 
1830s to the new living challenges of women laborers after the 1940s. During this 
historical process, some precursors who struggled for women's rights are 
mentioned as milestones of the local women’s history, and some public events 
including the women garment laborers’ strikes are also highlighted as the 
turning point of the gender-space relationship in Chinatown. In addition, in the 
second section of the women’s history, the existing Chinese American women’s 
memorials are listed, showing how the community started consciously 
preserving the women’s history recently, which leads to the questions about 




1.1 The Vicissitudes of Manhattan’s Chinatown 
Manhattan’s Chinatown, which was firstly formed in the late 1870s and 
continues to grow until now, has only customary borders. Its approximate 
borders for now are Grand St. to the north, East Broadway to the east, 
Chambers St. to the south, and Broadway to the west, dipping into the 
Lower East Side, pushing against SoHo and TriBeCa, and encroaching on 
City Hall. [Figure.1.] Manhattan’s Chinatown also contains some of the 
oldest buildings in the city, most of which were old-or new-law tenements 
built before 1900.7 As the home to the highest concentration of Chinese 
people in the Western Hemisphere and one of the oldest Chinese ethnic 
enclaves, the vicissitudes of Manhattan's Chinatown not only tell the 
diverse stories of early Chinese immigrants, but also display a historical 
section of the Lower East Side.  
                                               




Figure.1. The customary boundary of Manhattan's Chinatown in 1998, cited from Meng, 
Mark. "Reconstructing Chinatown: Ethnic Enclaves and Global change." Library Journal, vol. 
123, no. 18, 1 Nov. 1998 
 
Compared with the legendary story of seeking the “mountain of gold”, 
making money and returning home that developed by the earliest Chinese 
immigrants in the west coast, the earliest Chinese arrivals to the port 
created a distinctive New York experience that antedated San Francisco's 
Chinatown, as Tchen’s book, New York Before Chinatown has testified: 
“According to multiple documents recording the earliest appearance of 
Chinese residents in Manhattan, they married, had children, and stayed in 
New York for a period of time” (Tchen, 1992). Before the first large wave 
 
18 
of Chinese immigration happened after the late 1860s, Chinese were 
already living in Baxter Street of lower Manhattan as early as 1868.8 
According to journalist Louis Beck's 1898 book New York's Chinatown, An 
Historical Presentation of its People and Places, Mr. Quimbo Appo was the 
first Chinese resident of New York who settled in lower Manhattan in the 
1850s. In 1858, a Chinese businessman, Ah Ken, was also claimed to be 
one of  the first Chinese arrivals credited as having permanently 
immigrated to lower Manhattan and settled in the Park Row.9  In 1872, the 
moving of Wo Kee, a grocery store, from Oliver near Cherry onto No. 34 
Mott Street is generally acknowledged as the first Chinese store anchoring 
the Chinese community that would soon be called Chinatown. According 
to Tchen, five hundred Chinese were said to live in New York by the 
opening of Wo Kee, while the estimated stable core of 150 lived in the 
Chinese settlement for some 15 years. As a result, New York's Chinatown 
began to take shape in the late 1870s on lower Mott Street, near the Five 
Points slums, centered around what is today Mosco, Worth, and Baxter 
Streets. [Figure.2.][Figure.3.] 
                                               
8 “In 1868, American diplomats negotiated the Burlingame Treaty with China, which gave the same privileges and 
freedoms for immigrants to either country. In the 1870s, Chinese workers were continuing coming to San Francisco 
every year.” cited from Lai H. Mark, Joe C. Huang, and Don Wong. 1980. The Chinese of America, 1785-1980: an 
illustrated history and catalog of the exhibition = [Gan ku cang sang liang bai nian : Meiguo Hua ren li shi wen wu 
zhan lan]. San Francisco: Chinese Culture Foundation.  
9 Harlow, Alvin F. Old Bowery Days: The Chronicles of a Famous Street. New York and London: D. Appleton & 




Figure.2. The boundary of Manhattan’s Chinatown before 1898. Cited from  Louis Beck, 




Figure.3. Bromley, George W. and Bromley, Walter S. Atlas of the City of New York Borough 
of Manhattan. (Philadelphia: G. W. Bromley and Co., 1911)10 
 
Later, The Manhattan’s Chinatown’s rapid expansion after the 1870s 
accounted for three catalyzers: the 1869 completion of the transcontinental 
                                               
10 Lionel Pincus and Princess Firyal Map Division, The New York Public Library. "Plate 5: Bounded by Broome 
Street, Attorney Street, Division Street, Chatham Square, Park Row, Pearl Street, and Centre Street." New York 




railroad, the increase of anti-Chinese violence on the Pacific coast, and the 
recruitment of Chinese laborers to the east.11 In 1882, the Exclusion Law of 
1882 permitted teachers, students, merchants, and tourists to enter the 
United States, but it stopped the immigration of laborers for ten years. It 
also stated that no Chinese could become a naturalized American citizen.12 
Moreover, the Immigration Act of 1924 stopped all Chinese women who 
were not the wives of merchants, teachers, students, and tourists from 
entering the United States. The result was the formation of Chinatowns 
that were uniquely different from any of the European communities. One 
of the biggest differences was the lack of Chinese women and children. In 
other words, until 1943 the Chinese community in America remained a 
bachelor society.13 [Figure.4.]  
                                               
11 “In 1868, American diplomats negotiated the BURLINGAME TREATY with China. This treaty agreed to 
Chinese immigration to America and American immigration to China. I gave the same privileges and freedoms for 
immigrants to either country .In the 1870s, when Chinese workers were continuing coming to San Francisco every 
year, the American workingmen’s parties pressured the United States Congress to stop Chinese immigration… 
Congress passed a FIFTEEN PASSENGER BILL which prevented any ship from carrying more than fifteen 
Chinese immigrants. President Hayers refused to sign the bill because it went against the Burlingame Treaty which 
promised Chinese that they could come to America freely…The anti-Chinese movement became so strong that the 
Burlingame Treaty was changed in 1880 to allow the United States government to limit Chinese immigration. This 
was the first time in the history of the United States that one group of people was picked out for limited 
immigration.” Cited from Lai H. Mark, Joe C. Huang, and Don Wong. 1980. The Chinese of America, 1785-1980: 
an illustrated history and catalog of the exhibition = [Gan ku cang sang liang bai nian : Meiguo Hua ren li shi wen 
wu zhan lan]. San Francisco: Chinese Culture Foundation.  
12 “The Naturalization Act of 1790 limited naturalization to ‘any alien, being a free white person.’ After the 
adoption of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments, Congress added ‘Aliens of African nativity’ and ‘persons 
of African descent’ to the list of those eligible for naturalization (see the Act of July 14, 1870). While there were 
conflicting opinions, the courts generally held that most Asian immigrants did not fall under the category of ‘free 
white persons’ and were thus ineligible for naturalization. Congress explicitly barred Chinese individuals from 
naturalization by the Act of May 6, 1882.” cited from U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, April, 2020. 
https://www.uscis.gov/history-and-genealogy/featured-stories-uscis-history-office-and-library/edward-bing-kan-
first-chinese-american-naturalized-after-repeal-chinese-exclusion#2 
13 “In 1900, the US Census reported 7,028 Chinese males in residence, but only 142 Chinese women. This 
significant gender inequality remained present until the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943.” From 





Figure.4. Chinatown on Sunday_Pell Street, 1899. source- NYPL MMPCO.  
 
Although the exclusion laws forbade large groups of Chinese from 
obtaining citizenship in the U.S., many Chinese continued to arrive and 
settled in Manhattan’s Chinatown by a variety of means, and the 
continuing racism and disdain from the rest of the society made 
Chinatown grow as a typical isolated racial enclave of Manhattan.14 
                                               
City, 1890-1965". New York History. New York State Historical Association. 80 (3): 286–. ISSN 0146-437X. 
JSTOR 23182364 
14 “During the post-Reconstruction era, the presence of Chinese in New York was integral to the formation of a new 
national racial identity. Native and immigrant Euro-Americans were able to forge a consensus foregrounding a 
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During the long exclusion era when Chinese were denied citizen rights 
and thus ineligible for municipal, state, and federal employment, as a 
primarily male-dominated bachelor society, an avid market existed for 
vice industries including prostitution, gambling, and drug distribution 
(mainly opium). The clan-based “hui” or “tong” and district associations 
functioned as their headquarters, and two organized criminal syndicates 
controlled Chinatown: Hip Sing tong claimed Pell Street and its territory, 
and the On Leong Tong controlled Mott Street.15 The vice industries 
declined after the end of the Chinese exclusion and the establishment of a 
family-oriented society in Chinatown, but the clan-based associations still 
exist to provide essential services for Chinatown’s communities such as 
immigrant counseling, Chinese schools and urns reserving and sending.16 
It was also the time when Chinatown's earliest neighborhood, the Five 
Points, metaphysically constituted hallowed ground in the American 
story, occupied by successive waves of freed slaves and Irish, Italian and 
Chinese immigrants.17 The historically notorious crime-infested slum was 
                                               
construction of "whiteness" while casting Chinese Americans as perpetual foreigners. This culturally structured role 
of being "strangers" in the United States was legally formalized with the enactment of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 
1882.”From Xinyang Wang (July 1, 1999). "Group Loyalties in the Workplace: The Chinese Immigrant Experience 
in New York City, 1890-1965". New York History. New York State Historical Association. 80 (3): 286–. ISSN 
0146-437X. JSTOR 23182364 
15 Meng, Mark. "Reconstructing Chinatown: Ethnic Enclaves and Global change." Library Journal, vol. 123, no. 18, 
1 Nov. 1998, p. 94. Gale In Context: Biography, https://link-gale-
com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/apps/doc/A21256199/BIC?u=columbiau&sid=BIC&xid=eb8a45c8. Accessed 16 
Apr. 2020. 
16 Chin, Ko-lin. "Chinatowns and Tongs". In Chinese Subculture and Criminality: Non-Traditional Crime Groups in 
America. New York: Greenwood Press, 1990 
17 “Physically, the Five Points was mostly what we now know as Little Italy, Chinatown and the blocks of 
monolithic courthouses that seem to anchor Manhattan.” cited from Kevin Baker, “The First Slum in America”, The 
New York Times, Spe 30, 2001. https://www.nytimes.com/2001/09/30/books/the-first-slum-in-america.html 
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an area lined out by five intersecting streets, and most of the original 
tenement buildings surrounding it were demolished in the 1980s.18 As 
early as 1897, the heart of the neighborhood’s tenements were razed to 
create the Mulberry Bend Park (now Columbus Park), while the ground of 
the park once showed the precursor of jazz and rock roll.19 The park was 
designed by Calvert Vaux, who saw this park as an opportunity to “bring 
new life and order into the depressed neighborhood.”20  
After 1941, the United States changed its foreign policy, and the Chinese 
Exclusion Acts were repealed in 1943. As a result, Chinese could be 
naturalized to American citizens. In 1945, the War Brides Act allowed 
these wives of American servicemen to enter the United States. About 
6,000 Chinese women came to the states due to this act. However, until the 
implementation of Immigration Act of 1965,  the Chinese, along with other 
Asians, experienced a much greater rise in the percentage of total annual 
immigration. By 1970, Chinatown had encompassed an approximate 
quarter-mile square south of Canal Street, pushing to the Bowery on the 
east, Worth St. on the south, and Baxter St. on the west.21 Within the next 
                                               
18 Lawrence Venturato, “Chinatown’s One-Block Mosco Street is the Last Remnant of Street in Five Points”, 
Untapped New York, May, 2018. https://untappedcities.com/2018/05/31/chinatowns-one-block-mosco-street-is-the-
last-remnant-of-street-in-five-points/ 
19 Kurlansky, Mark. The Big Oyster: History on the Half Shell. p. 157. 
20 “Columbus Park”, Official Website of the New York City Department of Parks & Recreation, 
https://www.nycgovparks.org/parks/columbus-park-m015/history 




decade, this swelling enclave would spread to the north of the Canal and 
absorb much of Little Italy.  
In 1970, New York City replaced San Francisco as the city that had the 
largest Chinese community in the United States, and the garment industry 
has also replaced the traditional hand-laundry business as one of the two 
major sources of income for working-class Chinese families in the city. 
According to Bao Xiaolan’s book, Holding Up More Than Half the Sky: 
Chinese Women Garment Workers in New York City, 1948–92, by the late 1970s, 
four out of ten Chinese families in New York had members working in the 
Chinatown garment shops, and about 85 percent of the city’s Chinese 
adult female population who worked in the ethnic economic sector were 
garment workers. 
In 2011, when the World Trade Center was attacked, because Chinatown 
was so close to the World Trade Center, many areas of Chinatown were 
off limits because of the debris and smoke in the air. The garment factories 
closed since workers could not enter the area. A large group of residents 
began moving out of Chinatown and businesses all around began to 
collapse. After the crisis, the Rebuild Chinatown Initiative (RCI) 
sponsored by the Asian Americans for Equality began revitalizing 
Chinatown, which has been one of the most prolific groups in post-9/11 
Chinatown.  They have many plans in the works, including creating a 
historic strip of Chinatown and bringing different designers to design new 
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buildings for the area. They have also demolished certain buildings, while 
some of them could in fact be designated as historic landmarks. For 
example, The Loew's Canal Theatre built in 1927 was in business well into 
the 1970's until its eventual closure in 1980 and later was demolished to 
make room for a condominium building in 2008. “This is at odds with the 
idea of keeping historic Chinatown alive, since many of the buildings 
being destroyed are important monuments to the tough times the Chinese 
immigrants had when coming to New York City.”22 As Chinatown has 
expanded from the bachelor society to a more economically diversified 
and institutionally complete enclaved community, the spirit of social 
change also sparked the exploration of ethnic cultural heritage. The New 
York Chinatown History Project (NYCHP) and The Tenement Museum 
have begun to document immigrant heritage in the adjoining 
neighborhood of the Lower East Side since the 1980s, which formed a key 
framework for creating new political and cultural representations. 
 
1.2 Chinese women immigrants’ history in Manhattan's Chinatown  
The history of Chinese immigrant women has three phases, according to Judy 
Yung’s book, Chinese Women of America: A Pictorial History.  Chinese women have 
been residents in the United States for 150 years, from their earliest 19th-century 
presence even before the California gold rush of 1849 up to today. The first 
                                               
22 Ibid, 21. 
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period is from the early 1840s to 1900, when a small number of earliest women 
arrived in America. In this period, these pioneering women living in rural and 
urban environments of North America experienced stereotypes and prostitution 
and played similar traditional social roles of their Chinese counterparts. The 
second period is from the 1900s to the end of the Second World War. In this 
period, the small second-generation women adapted to American cultural 
values, including racism and sexism within American society. The third period is 
set in a post-war social context that raised questions on the war brides, witnessed 
the gradual breakdown of the most virulent forms of racism and sexism, and the 
emergence of a politically and economically conscious generation of Chinese 
American women. 
As for the change of social identity of Chinese American women in history, 
according to Fung-Ye Huang’s book, Asian and Hispanic Immigrant Women in the 
WorkForce-Implications of the United States Immigration Policies Since 1965, in the 
early twentieth century, the majority of Asian immigrant women were of three 
types: wives and children joining their husbands, wives of American servicemen, 
students or scholars. The 1920s legislation allowed spouses and minor children of 
citizens to enter as non-quota immigrants (Reimers 1992). It was estimated that 
from 1948 to 1952, 90 percent of the Chinese immigrants were women joining 
their spouses in the U.S. (Mark and Chih 1982). Based on the general historical 
background of Chinese women in America, the history of Chinese women in 
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Manhattan’s Chinatown could reflect the broader change of Chinese women 
immigrants’ social and cultural identity as a microscope. 
1.2.1 1840s-1940s: the invisible early women arrivals in Manhattan’s 
Chinatown 
Afong Moy, who was also called as “The Chinese Lady”, was believed as the first 
women Chinese immigrant to the United States and the first documented 
Chinese woman arrival of New York City.23 In 1834, Moy was brought from her 
hometown Gunagzhou of Southern China to New York City by traders 
Nathaniel and Frederick Carne and exhibited as the “The Chinese Lady” in the 
Metropolitan Museum, and the exhibitions of her were reported by local news 
including the New York Sun and the New York Daily Advertiser.24 Her last 
exhibition was in the New York City Hotel in 1850, and after that there are no 
public records about her whereabouts. Her experience with American society has 
been interpreted as an expression of America’s mentality towards Chinese 
residents before Chinese exclusion engulfed the country.25 Despite the first 
Chinese women appearing in this city as early as the 1830s, there were no 
women residents except the women exhibited as spectacles observed in the 
growing Chinese community in lower Manhattan until the 1860s. According to 
Kuo Wei Tchen, among the 64 documented Chinese residents of the Fourth and 
                                               
23 Wei Chi Poon. "The Life Experiences of Chinese Women in the U.S." Archived from the original on July 24, 
2014. Retrieved September 5, 2014. 
24 "The First Chinese Women in the United States". The National Women's History Museum. Archived from the 
original on 2014-09-05. Retrieved September 5, 2014. 
25 Zhang, Tao (2015). "The Start of American Accommodation of the Chinese: Afong Moy's Experience from 1834 
to 1850". Journal of American Studies. 49: 475–503 – via Cambridge Core. 
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Six Wards where the largest Chinese group concentrated, “despite the occasional 
exhibition of Chinese women by Barnum and others, no Chinese women seemed 
to have actually settled in New York by this date”(Tchen 1992). While at the 
same time, the inter-marriage between Chinese men and Euro-American women 
were common, and those women were kept indoor and scarcely visible. “Of 
these 64 men, almost one third, or 18, were married to Euro-American women, 
with 21 children. All the women were listed as ‘keeping house”(Tchen 1992).  
After the issue of the Chinese exclusion Act of 1882 and the Immigration Act of 1924, 
which excluded virtually most prospective female immigrants, the illegal trade 
of Chinese women from China to the West and East Coasts of America 
prospered, and the local criminal syndicates like the Hip Sing Tong participated 
as trading headquarters.26 In Louis Beck's 1898 book, the author recorded the 
common Chinese women slave trade: “Hundreds of these women have been 
brought to America and are held in dens of infamy by those who have purchased 
them. The high-binders find the traffic in this class of chattels a lucrative 
occupation”(Beck, 1898). In addition, he mentioned that in the four tenement 
houses on Chinatown’s oldest Mott and Doyers Street, forty prostitutes were 
enslaved before 1898.27 In Louis Beck’s book, those early illegal women arrivals 
                                               
26 Peffer, George Anthony. 1999. If they don't bring their women here: Chinese female immigration before 
Exclusion. Urbana: University of Illinois Press. 
27 “The particular territory over which he has the exclusive right to reign includes 11 Mott Street, 11 and 19 Pell and 
6 Doyers Streets, in which there are forty prostitutes. He says he has to keep a sharp lookout all the time in order that 
his territory may not be encroached by the others of his class, and also for the police who chase him and the rest of 
fraternity out of the district.” Cited from Beck, Louis J. 1898. New York's Chinatown; an historical presentation of 
its people and places. New York: Bohemia Pub. Co.  
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faced miserable situations, while some of them tried to ask help from local 
charities and managed to escape from the dens. For example, the Yen Moy who 
was bought and forced to be a prostitute in No.11 Mott Street of Manhattan's 
Chinatown for nearly three years, finally was rescued with the help of the Gerry 
Society and was placed in a Presbyterian missionary.28 Another similar story 
mentioned in his book was the Chinese woman named Lin Fung, who 
successfully escaped from the highbinder’s place at No.17 Mott Street and found 
secured shelter at a Presbyterian Mission at No.14 University Place.29Besides, 
except the Chinese women who were illegally traded to Manhattan's Chinatown 
during this period, lots of women were illegally bought by the Chinese families 
for domestic use as servants or as wives. In Louis Beck’s 1898 book, the author 
estimated that there were more than thirty-five Chinese women residing in 
Chinatown before 1898, but scarcely visible in public spaces.30 These early 
                                               
28 “In the spring of 1889, a highbinder bought a girl at Victoria, named her Yen Moy. He brought her to New York 
with the understanding that she was to become a “La Ki,” meaning a woman of shame, for the term of two years and 
six months, after which time she should be free from her owner. But when the two years and six months and 
expired, and three months grace had also passed, she was still a slave, because she could still be made profitable to 
her master. Being free, her earnings became her own, but her master compelled her to give him money to play fan 
tan and whatever more he needed to pose as a member of Chinatown’s Four Hundred. One day his slave awoke to 
her position and related her tale of woe to Messrs. Huie Kin, Wong Chin Fee. Sue Chung Chew and Joseph M. 
Singleton, who reported the case to the Gerry Society. This was in the fall of 1891. Miss Yen Moy was rescued from 
her worse than prison, a room on the top floor of 11 Mott Street. She was finally placed in the hands of Miss 
Campbell, a Presbyterian missionary. Who resided at No. 282 Fulton Street, Brooklyn, where she lived and learned 
to say the Lord’s Prayer, and was afterwards married to Jung Sing, a laundryman.” Cited from Beck, Louis J. 1898. 
New York's Chinatown; an historical presentation of its people and places. New York: Bohemia Pub. Co.  
29 “When Chu Ngai came back to New York with the piece of Sung Fung it did not take him long to gamble his 
money away. When she found himself in need of more money he planned to sell his other slave, Lin Fung. But some 
good Chinaman informed Lin Fung of her master’s intensions, and she gathered herself up as soon as possible and 
stole away from her prison at No.17 Mott Street, and finding her way to the Presbyterian Mission, No.14 University 
Place, secured shelter and protection. She is still living with Mrs. Huie Kin, who has taught her how to read her a, b, 
c’s and say the Lord’s prayer.” 
30 “It is estimated that there are now thirty-five Chinese women residing in Chinatown besides the girls already 
spoken of. But all of the women are public prostitutions. The rest are held either as the wives or mistresses of their 
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arrivals appeared as another kind of social spectacle different from the exhibition 
of Afong Moy in the bachelor society of Chinatown, and their struggles 
gradually changed the social and cultural stereotypes on Chinese women. 
During this period, inside and outside Chinatown more Chinese women 
appeared in public spaces of New York City as elites who received complete 
education. One of the most well-known was Dr. Mabel Ping-Hua Lee (or Mabel 
Lee), born in China and immigrated to New York in the early 1900s, spent most 
of her lifetime in New York City’s Chinatown. She was the first Asian woman to 
receive a Ph.D. from Columbia University, an influential community leader, and 
also a representative pioneer of Chinese American women activism who 
advocates the fulfillment of multiple women’s rights since the early 1910s.31 
[Figure.6.] 
                                               
owners.” Cited from Beck, Louis J. 1898. New York's Chinatown; an historical presentation of its people and 
places. New York: Bohemia Pub. Co.  
31 Gee, Steven. 2001. “Highlights of Dr. Mabel Lee’s Life.” First Chinese Baptist Church 75th Anniversary 




Figure.6. Photo of Mabel Lee from the New York Tribune article. From the Library of Congress' 
Chronicling America website. Public domain. 
 
Another example is the first Asian women student at Barnard College, Kang 
Tongbi, who earned an associate degree in Journalism in 1909 and continued 
working for the feminist cause after she went back to China in 1911. Kang was 
deeply involved in the women’s movement in Shanghai and helped found the 
first women’s journals in China, the Nvxuebao (Women’s Education).32 [Figure.7] 
                                               






Figure.7. Kang Tongbi,  "Prominent People in Picture and Paragraph" New Broadway Magazine 
(April 1908): 111. 
 
 
1.2.2 Post-war Chinese American women in New York’s Chinatown: “holding 
up more than half the sky” 
After the 1940s, two turning points of Chinese women immigrants' history 
appeared: one was the abolishment of the Chinese Exclusion Law of 1882 after 
WWII, another was the opening of working opportunities to uneducated Chinese 
women from Chinatown's factories. In the 1970s' New York’s Chinatown, 
“almost all garment shops concentrated on the same street--the Canal Street. This 
was once also a high representative of ordinary women laborers rather than 
higher-class educated Chinese women's daily life”(Bao, 2001). 
It was also the time when Chinese women garment workers began advocating 
for their rights through organized protests, echoing the wide-spreading women’s 
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rights movements before and after WWII. Soon after the two major garment 
workers’ strikes in U.S. history, the 1909 Uprising of 20,000 and the 1910 “Great 
Upheaval” of the (predominantly male) cloak makers, the Chinese women 
workers wrote the first Chinese chapter of the International Ladies Garment 
Workers Union (ILGWU), which happened in San Francisco’s Chinatown in 
1938, when two hundred workers in the largest garment factory in San 
Francisco’s Chinatown protested against the practice of using part-time shifts 
and demanded a nine-hour, full-time work day.33 [Figure.8] [Figure.9] This 
laborer militancy also culminated in the east hemisphere, resulting in the historic 
Chinese garment workers’ strike in 1982, the largest labor strike in the history of 
New York’s Chinatown. Historically, the Chinese women in New York City for 
the first time became the major visible group in public spaces, while more than 
20,000 immigrant women garment workers joined the strike, marching on the 
streets of New York Chinatown to demand a good contract. [Figure.10] 
[Figure.11] [Figure.12] 
                                               
33 “A contract was finally signed giving the workers their demands, but this turned out to be a hollow victory. The 
factory was owned by the National Dollar Store chain which decided to move the operations to Los Angeles, so the 
workers ended up jobless.” cited from Bao, Xiaolan (2001). Holding Up More Than Half the Sky: Chinese Women 





Figure.8.“Going out for better conditions,” c.1909, courtesy Kheel Center for Labor-Management 
Documentation & Archives, Cornell University 
 
 
Figure.9. “Above -During its 1938 strike, the first Chinese Ladies'GarmentWorkers' Union, Local 
341 of the ILGWU, picketed the National Dollar Stores, owner of the largest garment factory 






Figure.10. The Chinese women garment workers’ strike in 1982. Photo courtesy of The Kheel 
Center ILGWU Collection, Cornell University. 
 
 
Figure.11. “ILGWU members march through Chinatown to urge the remaining shops to sign the 
new contract, following the rally on July 15, 1982.” Photo courtesy of The Kheel Center ILGWU 





Figure.12. Shui Mak Ka (left) speaking at the rally to support the signing of a new union contract 
in Columbus Park. Rallies took place on June 24, 1982 and July 15, 1982. Photo courtesy of The 
Kheel Center ILGWU Collection, Cornell University. 
 
 
1.3 The existing and potential memorials for Chinese American women in 
New York’s Chinatown 
1.3.1 Permanent public memorials 
According to the list of “Permanent Art and Monuments” of New York City 
posted by the Official Website of New York City Department of Parks and 
Recreation, among the 837 monuments of New York City, only 27 monuments 
are labeled as “women”( 21 of them are located in Manhattan). While only two of 
them are in memory of women of color ( the Harriet Tubman Memorial 
dedicated in 2008, and the Shirley Chisholm Plaque dedicated in 2016), there is 
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no public memorial for Chinese women listed as the permanent art and 
monuments of New York City. Among the 150 statues out of the 837 permanent 
public art and monuments of New York City, only five are historical female 
figures. Examining from the time when these women-related public monuments 
were dedicated and the related topic, after the 1990s, more statues were set in 
memory of the women of color and women activists.34 As for the representation 
of Chinese immigrants’ memorials in Manhattan’s Chinatown, according to the 
list of “Permanent Art and Monuments” of New York City posted by the Official 
Website of New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, among the 837 
monuments of New York City, five of them are labeled as “Chinese”(all of them 
are located Chinatown except the Plaque set by Li Hung-Chang  in memory of 
General Grant): the figure of Confucius, the figure of Dr. Sun Yat-sen, the Kimlus 







Type Topic Related 
Confucius Manhattan(Chinatown) 1976 figure Confucianism 
Dr. Sun Yat-
sen 




Manhattan(Chinatown) 1961 figure Chinese American veterans 
Lin Ze Xu Manhattan(Chinatown) 1999 figure Pioneer in the war against 
drugs 
                                               
34   “The installation will be located at RXR Realty’s building at 1285 Avenue of the Americas. It will open on 




Figure.12. The 5 public monuments named after Chinese located within New York City. Data 
from the Official Website of New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, Jan 22, 2020. 
Draw by Fei Deng. 
 
On July 24, 2018, the first women memorial in New York Chinatown in honor of 
Mabel Lee, the first Chinese women Ph.D. of Columbia and a life-long suffragist 
and activist, was designated to name the Chinatown Post Office located at 6 
Doyers Street as “Mabel Lee Memorial Post Office.”  However, except for a 
mental plaque explaining “This building is named in honor of Mabel Lee by an 
act of Congress Public Law, 115-212, July 24, 2018”, there is no other illustrative 
medium attached to introduce Mabel Lee’s contribution to the community and 




Figure.13. The Metal Plaque attached on the wall of the “Mabel Lee Memorial Post Office” at 6 
Doyers Street, Manhattan. 
Figure.14. The façade of the “Mabel Lee Memorial Post Office” at 6 Doyers Street. Photo by 





Figure.15. The “Mabel Lee Memorial Post Office” at 6 Doyers Street. Photo by Fei Deng on Jan 22, 
2020. 
Figure.16. “Doyers Street in Chinatown, Manhattan, 1909, also known as New York's 'Murder 
Alley.” (Library of Congress), https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/secrets-nyc-murder-
alley-notorious-street-gang-warfare-article-1.2811956 
 
1.3.2 Temporary Public Memorials  
Among the various types of existing temporary public memorials of women-
related heritage in New York Chinatown, some are outdoor posters with 
illustrations and historical photos, telling the stories of women who once lived or 
worked here and made contributions to the community. For instance, Bowery 
Alliance of Neighbors and the LinkNYC project highlighted prominent women 
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activists during the 20th century for Women’s History Month.35 36 [Figure.17] 
[Figure.18] However, most types of the temporary public memorials of women’s 
history of Chinatown are represented indoors or online, including Chinatown’s 
women-history focused exhibitions that held in museums,37 the public-oriented 
guiding tours and guidebooks introducing Chinatown’s women’s history, and 
the specific oral history documentaries, websites, and web pages that are made in 
memory of Chinatown’s women’s history and opened to the public.38 [Figure.17] 
[Figure.18] [Figure.19] [Figure.20] [Figure.21] [Figure.22] 
 
Figure.17. One of the Link NYC kiosks on the street of New York City. Photo from Link NYC. 
Figure.18. . One of the Link NYC kiosks highlighting Chinese suffragist, Mabel Lee in March, 
2018.  
                                               
35 Jonathan Wolfe and Alexandra S. Levine, “New York Today: Overlooked Women in Our City.” The New York 
Times, March 12, 2018. 
36 “The Bowery Alliance of Neighbors is a nonprofit grassroots organization working to protect residents, 
small businesses, the neighborhood and the historic character of the Bowery.” Retrieved from 
boweryalliance.org. Jan 20, 2020. 
37 The Museum of Chinese in America located on 215 Centre Street of Chinatown, Manhattan is one of the largest 
public spaces exhibiting New York’s history of Chinese American. Since its founding in 1980, it has already held 
many exhibitions interpreting women’s role in creating Chinatown’s history. 
38 The website of “Chinese American History in NYC” has also recorded the “Suffragist Landmark” as part of the 





Figure.19 & Figure.20. Posters showing the history of the Bowery Street attached on the outdoor 




Figure.21 & Figure.22. Historic Photos from the permanent exhibition of the Museum of Chinese 
in America from Sep, 2009 until now, depicting part of New York Chinatown’s women’s history. 
Photo from the Museum of Chinese in America. 
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In Manhattan’s Chinatown, a large number of the potential heritage of women’s 
history, which are rich in historic value, but are neither fully recognized by the 
local community nor absorbed as part of the complete Manhattan's historical 
narrative. The cases listed below are some representatives of the existing 
potential heritage of women’s history in New York Chinatown, based on the 
narratives found in the case study. 
1.3.3 Potential Memorials  
The places listed below are cited from Louis.J’s book published in 1898, including 
the safe houses provided for the escaped traded women as shelters, and the 
residences of the illegally traded women where they were trapped. Most of them 
are aged tenement apartments, and scarcely show related historic clues in the 













Time Possible Sites Type Related Topics 
1850-1920 St. Ann’s House 
 
Safe Houses Enslaved women in 
early time & 
educated women; 





No. 282 Fulton Street, Brooklyn 
Presbyterian Mission, No.14 
University Place 
No. 5 &6 Doyers Street Residences of earliest 
Chinese women 
arrivers of Chinatown 
No. 11, 17, 19 Mott Street 
No. 34 Bayard Street (Hip Sing 
Tong) 
Headquarter of 1890s’ 
women trade 
No. 32 Mott Street & Lexington 
Avenue Opera House (Mrs. Chu 
Fong) 
Residences of earliest 
Chinese women 
arrivers of Chinatown 
No. 19 Mott (Mrs. Thom) 
No.21 Mott (Mrs. Mon Lee) 
 
No.34 Bayard Street (Mabel Lee) 




Figure.23. The Potential Women-Related Historic Heritage of Chinatown, New York from 1850 to 1920. Data from 
Louis. J. Back, New York's Chinatown. Draw by Fei Deng. 
 
 
                                               
39 Pleck, Elizabeth (2004). Domestic Tyranny: The Making of American Social Policy against Family Violence 
from Colonial Times to the Present. University of Illinois Press. pp. 72–75. 
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Figure.24. The No.17 &19 Mott Street where once lived the early Chinese women arrivals. 
Figure.25. A postcard of 1911’s New York Chinatown. “The back of this 1911 postcard reads: 
‘Here are located the joss houses, the civil offices of the colony and lodging houses and 




Chapter Two: Methodology and Research Design 
Through the examination on oral history archives, qualitative interviews, auto-
ethnography and documentary photography, the research aims to document 
critically and creatively the evolution of storytelling for preserving Chinese 
American women’s history in Manhattan's Chinatown. It starts by examining 
literature that deals with issues and processes of collecting the legacy of the 
women’s history, while some could be regarded as spontaneous memorials, then 
through the procedure research focusing on two representative cases in New 
York Chinatown’s women history. The first case is about the stories of Mabel 
Lee, who was described as a social activism, suffragist, and community’s 
congregation leader and memorized in diverse ways when the narrative and 
narrators changed. The second case is about the formation of women garment 
laborers’ narrative, while the memorial collecting activities after the 1982 women 
garment workers’ strike in Chinatown could be regarded as the representation of 
spontaneous memorials, and the gendered space has played a more obvious role 
in the content of storytelling. The paper concludes with some brief thoughts 
on how these spontaneous practices on preserving women's history worked, and 
how the change of the narrators and content of narrative has influenced the 
public’s understanding of women’s history, and how the change of people’s 
understanding on women’s history has introspectively impacted the storytelling. 
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The research design includes three steps: first is the historical background 
introduction and stakeholder identification, for confirming the major narrators 
during the process of storytelling changing; next is the summarization of 
preservation activities, for clarifying the catalog of existing cultural legacy and 
how the storytelling participated in the preservation process. The final step is 
procedure analysis, based on digging oral history archives and stakeholder 
interviews, for understanding how the stories were built and how the stories are 
passed down inside the community. Furthermore,  by examining how the stories 
changed and passed down when the narrators and methods of telling the stories 
has changed, this thesis tries to figure out in what way storytelling could be a 














Chapter Three: Case studies  
3.1 Case One: The changing narrative of Mabel Lee’s story and the creation of 
the Chinese woman suffragist’s spatial memorial map 
3.1.1 Historical Background, narrators’ identification and the preservation of 
Mabel Lee’s legacy 
Mabel Lee/Mabel Ping-Hua Lee (1893-1966), born in China and immigrated to 
New York in the early 1900s with her mother, spent most of her lifetime in New 
York’s Chinatown and remembered as not only an outstanding scholar and 
influential community leader, but also a representative pioneer of Chinese 
American women activism who advocated for the fulfillment of multiple 
women’s rights from the early 1910s. 
Mabel Lee’s father, Rev. Lee Towe, was the minister at the Morning Star Mission 
in New York City appointed in 1904. He assumed the presidency of the Chinese 
Consolidated Benevolent Society in 1921.40 Influenced by both her father and 
mother’s pioneering social activities, Mabel Lee began consciously expressing 
her political views at a very young age. In 1912, the sixteen-years-old Mabel Lee 
led a parade in support of women's voting rights riding on horseback.41 42 43 In 
                                               
40 “The Morning Star  mission, started by the Woman’s American Baptist Mission Society back in 1892, had 
merged with the Methodist work in Chinatown in 1912.  Eventually, it came under Baptist control-specifically, the 
New York City Baptist Mission Society.” Cited from Grace May, “Leading Development at Home: Dr. Mabel Ping 
Hua Lee (1896–1966)”, William Carey International Development Journal, Nov, 1, 2016. 
41 Chapman, Mary; Mills, Angela (2011). Treacherous Texts: U.S. Suffrage Literature, 1846-1946. Rutgers 
University Press. ISBN 9780813549590. 
42 New York Times (1912) “Suffrage Army Out on Parade; Perhaps 10,000 Women and Men Sympathizers March 
for the Cause.” New York Times, May 5, 1912.  
43 New York Tribune (1912) “Chinese Girl Wants Vote.” New York Tribune, April 13, 1912, p. 3. Available 
through the Library of Congress’ Chronicling America project.  
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her Barnard years, she participated in the discussion of political topics and 
actively worked as a student leader. In 1914, she gave an award-winning speech 
entitled “Chinese Patriotism” (1914), and gave a speech at the Suffrage 
Workshop titled “China’s Submerged Half” (c.1915), and ran for president of the 
Chinese Students Association (1917). In 1917, she once again led the Chinese and 
Chinese American women in a parade down Fifth Avenue as a member of the 
Women's Political Equality League.44 In 1921 (or 1922) she graduated from 
Columbia University as the first Chinese American woman to earn a Ph.D. 
degree.45  While she was planning to go back to China and continue her academic 
career, her father, Rev. Lee Towe, suddenly died from heart attack while 
arbitrating in a tong (gang) war in 1924. Five weeks later, Dr. Mabel Lee was 
appointed director of her father’s mission by the American Baptist Home 
Mission Society. By 1936, with the support of the mission and local community 
members, the 21 Pell Street property (the later First Chinese Baptist Church) was 
renovated and the church rededicated and named as “Lee Towe Memorial” in 
memory of her father’s devotion to the community. The Lee Towe Memorial also 
functioned as the First Chinese Baptist Church beginning in 1926 when it started 
opening to the public. It is located at 21 Pell Street in Chinatown. The foundation 
of the Lee Towe Memorial is obviously resulted from the emotional impulse of 
                                               
44 "Beyond Suffrage: ‘Working Together, Working Apart’ How Identity Shaped Suffragists' Politics". Museum of 
the City of New York. Retrieved October 31, 2018. 
45 “In 1921, she became the first Chinese-American woman to earn a Ph.D. in economics from Columbia 
University. Her dissertation was published as the book The Economic History of China.” Cited from Barnard 




the local community. In Tseng’s paper, “Dr. Mabel Lee: The Interstitial Career of 
a Protestant Chinese American Woman, 1924–1950” published in 1996, the writer 
cited the historical archives describing how the Lee Towe Memorial was 
established through the effort of the community and showed its twofold function 
as both a church and memorial.46 From 1924 to 1966, Mabel Lee stayed in 
Chinatown as the de facto leader of the First Chinese Baptist Church. In addition 
to leading the regular congregation activities, she also gave free English and 
vocational classes to the community, including teaching immigrants job skills 
like carpentry, broadcasting and typing, and she mentored generations of young 
immigrants in Chinatown. Mabel Lee passed away quietly in 1966. In November 
2017, a motion was introduced in Congress by Rep. Nydia Velazquez to rename 
the Chinatown Station U.S. Post Office at 6 Doyers Street in honor of Mabel Lee, 
and the bill was passed in the U.S. House of Representatives in March 2018.47 In 
March 2018, Lee was honored as one of the women's suffrage activists displayed 
on LinkNYC kiosks in New York City as part of a partnership with the Museum 
                                               
46 “In 1926, the congregation officially incorporated as the First Chinese Baptist Church. Congratulations 
poured in from the Consul General, Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association, the Lin Sing Welfare 
Society, and Chinese churches throughout the United States and even Canada. Gifts and donations were 
given both to celebrate the opening of the church and to commemorate the death of Rev. Lee Towe, the 
founder of the Baptist outreach in Chinatown. Lee and Dr. Charles H. Sears, the Superintendent of the 
New York City Baptist Mission Society, collaborated to collect monies to build her father a memorial.” 
Cited from Tseng, Timothy. 1996.” Dr. Mabel Lee: The Interstitial Career of a Protestant Chinese 
American Woman, 1924–1950,” Organization of American Historians. Paper presented at the Palmer 
House Hilton, Chicago. 
47 “On July 24, 2018, legislation introduced in the House of Representatives by Congresswoman Nydia Velázquez, 
of New York’s 7th District, was signed as Public Law No: 115-212 by President Donald J Trump, to designate the 
Chinatown Post Office as the ‘Mabel Lee Memorial Post Office.” Cited from the Newsroom of USPS, “Mabel Lee 




of the City of New York.48 In 2020, Lee was named a National Women's History 
Alliance honoree.49 
From 1925 until today, 21 Pell Street has functioned as the Chinese-speaking 
local community center for both young and elder immigrants, while the 
generations once influenced by Mabel Lee became the major narrators of her 
stories after the 1970s. When the 21 Pell Street provides tangible space for 
interpreting Mabel Lee’s stories, the narrators have been crucial elements for 
sustainably preserving the cultural heritage of Mabel Lee. It is recorded in one of 
the church’s archives that Mabel Lee “by galvanizing volunteers from her 
network of associates from Columbia University, Chinatown businesses and her 
denomination, she led a school for young immigrants, age fifteen to twenty, from 
Monday through Friday from seven o’clock to nine o’clock in the evenings, 
concluding with a daily devotional.” (Quan 2016) 
Among the first and second generations who has directly influenced by Mabel 
Lee, some of them chose to stay working at the 21 Pell Street after she passed 
away in 1966, to maintain the original design of the space, keep the former 
service that she had launched, and eulogize her devotion to the community by 
storytelling. Rev. Bayer Lee, Deacon Robert Gee and Deacon Gary Quan, were 
the major leaders of the 21 Pell Street as well as initiators for re-interpreting and 
                                               
48 Jonathan Wolfe and Alexandra S. Levine, “New York Today: Overlooked Women in Our City.” The New York 
Times, March 12, 2018. 
49 “Mabel Ping-Hua Lee was born in 1896 in Guangzhou, China. Lee emigrated to the United States and attended 
Barnard College and Columbia University. Upon earning her Ph.D. in economics in 1921, she became the first 
woman to obtain a PhD. from Columbia University.” Cited from National Women’s History Alliance, “2020 
Honorees”, March 28, 2020. https://nationalwomenshistoryalliance.org/2020-honorees/ 
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publicly memorizing Mabel Lee’s legacy from the 1970s. Deacon Steven Gee 
(1925–2001), who grew up under Mabel Lee’s mentorship graduated with a 
degree in engineering and was the first Chinese American to be hired by AT&T. 
Deacon Robert Gee, as the son of Deacon Steven Gee, succeeded his father’s 
work inside the church and led summer youth programs following Mabel Lee’s 
commitment to education as a means of social advancement. Rev. Bayer Lee, like 
his predecessor, is a graduate of Columbia University, values the independence 
of the Chinese church.50 In a 2020 interview Bayer Lee mentioned how long he 
has consciously collected the historical archives of Mabel Lee:  
“I started collecting Mabel Lee’s story around 2005 and it continues today.  
That would be over 15 years and counting.” (Deng 2020) 
In an interview in 2018 made by the “Voices of NY”, Rev. Bayer Lee and Deacon 
Gary Quan of the church said that in the 1920s, the location of the church was the 
heart of Chinatown, and it was also an area where gang fights often took place.  
“Lee, who was often compared to Mulan, a legendary female hero in 
ancient China, decided to open the church until late at night so that the 
delinquent youths could come in to get some rest or share their struggles. 
Many of them were saved from committing serious crimes because of 
this.”(Chau 2018)  
                                               
50 Quan, Gary. 2016. “My Tribute to Dr. Mabel Lee’s Sunset Legacy.” First Chinese Baptist Church 90th 




Deacon Gary Quan, who is also currently still active in the church’s leadership, 
recalls how Mabel Lee drove him up to Columbia University when he was still a 
youth and how she quipped that he could go through the school in one day 
while it took her years. (Quan 2016, 5-6). In addition to those who have stayed in 
the church and continued serving the community as Mabel Lee had, there are 
also other narrators of Mabel’s story who once spent time in the church and were 
influenced by her. For example, Mrs. Rose Eng, who remained active in the City 
College of Chinese Alumni Association, remembered Lee “taking her family and 
her to visit the campus of Columbia University.” Virginia Kee, who co-founded 
the Chinatown political club United Democratic Organization is now in her 80s, 
said Lee was her kindergarten teacher who taught her to speak English and took 
her to Central Park for the first time. (Chau, 2018) 
The storytelling of Mabel Lee’s contribution to her community has been the main 
way of spontaneously and consciously memorizing her personal history, and 
resulted in the preservation of her tangible and intangible legacies soon after the 
1960s.  
The community member’s preservation of Mabel’s legacy mainly shows in three 
aspects: The preservation of 21 Pell Street’s original design in Mabel’s time; the 
church-led memorial activities that are open to the public; and the continuing 




Firstly, the original structural design and the usage of the 21 Pell Street building, 
plus the remaining archives left by Mabel Lee have been consciously preserved 
by people who served the church since the 1960s after Mabel passed away. 
Among the tangible cultural heritage that Mabel left, the church’s library holding 
unique archives of Mabel Lee, and the special architectural design of the 21 Pell 
Street are the two most obvious kinds of remaining, according to the description 
of Rev Bayer Lee in 2020’s interview. 
According to Rev. Bayer Lee’s study, the exterior and interior of 21 Pell Street 
were considerably designed by Mabel Lee and other Chinese intellectuals and 
intended to make the church a center for community concentration, education 
and communication. “While the original intention was to honor Rev. Lee Towe, 
it is also a fitting testament to Dr. Mabel Lee”(May, 2016).51 
Also preserved in the church’s archive, there are historical photos and 
correspondences showing how the second-floor studies of the church were 
designed as a library, holding books donated from the Chinese immigrant 
community. Most of the books are Chinese literature classics. It is open to the 
public, and has circulation connections with the Chinese Consolidated 
Benevolent Association. The library also holds a precious collection of personal 
documents of Mabel Lee. In the existing research about Mabel Lee, most of the 
                                               
51 “By 1936, the Pell Street property was renovated and the church rededicated, while many new ideas were added 
into the spatial design of the church. One of the most influential designers except Mabel Lee was Hu Shih, the 
Chinese philosopher, diplomat as well as Columbia alumni, who knew Mabel Lee for many years and joined the 
board of directors of Mabel Lee’s Chinese Baptist Community Center in 1939. He wrote the three Chinese 
characters “Jiniantang”, meaning “Memorial”, inscribed in commemorative stone that still adorns the front entrance 
of the church until today. “ Cited from Grace May, “Leading Development at Home: Dr. Mabel Ping Hua Lee 
(1896–1966)”, William Carey International Development Journal, Nov, 1, 2016. 
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authors’ references are cited from the archives preserved in the 21 Pell Street’s 
library. For example, the first-hand archive of Mabel Lee’s early activities as a 
suffragist.52 In my interview with Robert Gee in 2020, he mentioned that since he 
became the Deacon of the 21 Pell Street, he continued organizing the large 
number of archives that Mabel left and it is still going. It is a volunteer work, and 
many original letters and papers of Mabel Lee were found and preserved in this 
way. For instance, one of the correspondences between Hu Shih and Mabel Lee 
in 1936 was cited as found in the folder stored in the First Chinese Baptist 
Church New York City collection (Deng 2020).53 At the same time, in Bayer Lee’s 
introduction, the two-floor-high lobby was also designed with careful 
consideration. At the rear of the lobby there is a large balcony reaching out from 
the second floor and cutting the lobby’s space into two parts: the major lobby 
space for the congregation’s regular activities and the balcony opening to the 
lobby space for holding community activities. Historical photos of Mabel Lee are 
hung alongside the stairway and the walls of the lobby, attached with 
interpretive words. Near the pulpit a bronze memorial tablet for Rev. Lee Towe 
also hangs with other previous Reverends. In the interview with Bayer Lee, he 
also explained why they want to use the church’s public space to exhibit the 
story of Mabel Lee and Lee Towe:  
                                               
52 “In a loose newspaper clipping found in the archives of the First Chinese Baptist Church, On May 6, 1912, Mary 
Louise Wright details that a sixteen-year-old Mabel Lee, the daughter of a Chinese minister, led the suffrage parade 
in New York City.” Cited from Grace May, “Leading Development at Home: Dr. Mabel Ping Hua Lee (1896–
1966)”, Nov, 1, 2016. 
53 Ibid, 52. 
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First it was because she was one of the founders of the church that I pastor 
and attend.  I use her legacy to inform and inspire the congregation to 
appreciate and continue the work of the church. There is much more 
history of her family’s contributions to the formation of Chinatown. (Deng 
2020) 
Except for the efforts of preserving and interpreting the spatial design of the 
church, the community who serve the church also held multiple activities 
consciously in memory not only of Mabel Lee but also the history of Chinese 
American women in the context of the Chinese diaspora, representing the 
continuation of the church’s function as a community education center, as what 
has also been mentioned in the interview with Bayer Lee: 
We have been using the memorial hall at 21 Pell Street that she organized 
and built to honor her father to host Asian American film and cultural 
events...In recent years, the church continues to open the doors for Sunday 
worship services and Sunday meals; showcases films, concerts and 
exhibits by Asian Americans; and serves as a meeting place for a Christian 
women’s empowerment group. (Deng 2020)  
Furthermore, the first and second generations that were influenced by Mabel Lee 
have also been the major narrators for promoting telling Mabel Lee’s story in the 
historical context of Asian American women activists' history. 
The effort at re-discovering Mabel Lee’s historic legacy can be dated back to the 
late 1990s, when Mabel Lee’s forgotten role as suffragist and social activism was 
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enhanced and analyzed, and most of these essays are developed based on the 
church’s archives, or directly published in the church’s anniversary 
commemorative journal.54 
In the 2000s on, more and more articles began citing Mabel Lee as a 
representative Chinese American women suffragist and social activism and 
respecting her contribution to the women’s rights’ movement rather than just 
referring to her devotion to the Chinatown community. Based on the increasing 
public attention on Mabel Lee, the former narrators of Mabel’s stories began 
actively encouraging the public commemoration of Mabel Lee. While some of the 
proposals have been accomplished, they are still coming up with more creative 
ways for better telling her story. 
In the interview with Bayer Lee, he referred to several public projects in memory 
of Mabel Lee before 2018, launched by either organizations or individual artists. 
The exhibit on Women Suffrage (2017-2018) with her enlarged photos 
through the MTA bus stops help to inform the public of her story...Many 
hundreds have been informed of her contributions to the history of 
Chinatown. The reopen of the closed Doyers Street and street painting 
contest were held in her honor in 2018. (Deng 2020) 
                                               
54 For instance, one of the earliest academic research papers on Mabel Lee, written by Timothy Tseng in 1996, “Dr. 
Mabel Lee: The Interstitial Career of a Protestant Chinese American Woman, 1924–1950”, cited the personal letters 
of Mabel Lee preserved in the FCBCNY as major resources. Also, the “Highlights of Dr. Mabel Lee’s Life.” written 
by Steven Gee in 2001 also was one of the earliest  studies on Mabel Lee, which firstly issued  in the First Chinese 
Baptist Church’s 75th Anniversary Commemorative Journal.  
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The most well-known public memorial to Mabel Lee appeared in 2018, when a 
post office in Chinatown on Doyers Street was officially named after Mabel Lee, 
followed by a nomination ceremony held inside 21 Pell Street. At the nomination 
ceremony, many of the former congregation members appeared and told their 
stories about Mabel Lee to the journalists. 
In the interview with Rev. Bayer Lee, he listed some of the future proposals for 
publicly remembering Mabel Lee, including naming the street, providing a 
permanent exhibition at the post office, and designing guided tours introducing 
her story.  
Ideas of naming Pell street as The Mable Lee Way and proposal for a small 
Local Chinatown history museum above the post office to honor her and 
other Chinese Women are being considered...The Chinatown tour that 
includes Mabel Lee’s story through the story of buildings on Doyers and 
Pell, to 7-9 Mott, and 195 Worth Street.  I have conducted such a tour with 
the Lower Eastside Preservation Initiative in 2019. (Deng 2020) 
In the next part, I will focus on analyzing the changing narrative of Mabel Lee’s 




3.1.2 Analysis: the changing narrative of storytelling and the foundation of 
new memorials for Mabel Lee 
In this section, I will focus on the changing of the narrative of Mabel Lee’s story, 
and analyze how it impacted the preservation and interpretation of the tangible 
historic heritage that relates to her, especially after the 1990s. 
Since 1912 when the 19-year-old Mabel Lee was interviewed by the New York 
Tribune as “Chinese girl (who) wants to vote”, the interpretation of her story has 
continued to today. The early published narratives on Mabel Lee mostly 
appeared before the 1930s. The 1910s’ and early 1920s’ articles frequently 
documented her political attitudes as a social activist, while the late 1920s’ news 
reported more about her mission for the congregation, showing a turning of her 
career focus, and resulted in the local community’s changing attitude toward 
interpreting her personal documents. 
In the 1912’s New York Tribune’s interview titled “Chinese Girl Wants to Vote: 
Miss Lee Ready to Enter Barnard, to Ride in Suffrage Parade”, Lee was described 
as “a symbol of the new era, when all their women will be free and 
unhampered.” In the short essay, her opinions on the difference between 
American and Chinese ideas of education shows how she grew up and became a 
suffragist.55 However, these kinds of narratives reflecting the political opinions of 
Mabel Lee have faded after 1924 when her personal career has turned from 
                                               
55 “Miss Lee inherits from her father a strong mind and an admiration for American institutions. The mind is , 
indeed, so strong that it compels her to look through what she considers the one defect in the institutions-namely, the 
limited franchise.” Cited from New York Tribune (1912) “Chinese Girl Wants to Vote.” New York Tribune, April 
13, 1912, p. 3.Available through the Library of Congress’ Chronicling America project. 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academic research and social activities to the fulfilling of her religious mission. 
From the late 1920s to the 1960s, the narratives honored Mabel Lee more as a 
pastor and community organizer. The long-time absence of Mabel’s voice from 
the social media is also due to the changing historical background of Chinatown 
after World War II, as Tim Tseng notes in his essay about Mabel Lee, that: “Like 
many Asian Americans who came of age in the early and middle decades of the 
Twentieth Century, Mabel Lee’s relative fame or notoriety vanished during the 
1950s”(Tseng, 2002).56 Nevertheless, the shuffle of Chinatown’s congregations 
also contributed to Mabel Lee’s concentration on a sacred duty. In Bruce Hall’s 
personal memoir recording his family history in Manhattan’s Chinatown 
published in 1998, Tea That Burns: A Family Memoir of Chinatown, Mable Lee was 
mentioned as a congregational leader giving educational opportunities to the 
new-coming members of new Chinese immigrants to Chinatown who arrived 
after the war. Besides, a large number of whom are women.  
“By 1950 there will officially be 3, 127 Chinese women in Manhattan, 
along with 10,560 Chinese men. It’s still a ratio of three men to one 
woman, but it’s almost three times as good as it was before the War. And 
now these new arrivals need English lessons and instructions on how to 
live in a modern American city. It is just like with the Chinese of seventy-
five years ago, and once again, it is the churches that come to the 
                                               
56 See biographies of Margaret Chung (1889-1959) and Anna May Wong (1905-1961). Judy Tzu-Chun Wu, Doctor 
Mom Chung of the Fair-Haired Bastards: The Life of a Wartime Celebrity (Berkeley: University of California, 
2005) and Graham Russell Hodges, Anna May Wong: from laundryman’s daughter to Hollywood legend (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004). 
 
60 
rescue.…Dr. Mabel Lee is also there, in the Baptist church on Pell Street 
that she had founded as a memorial to her father, the much-venerated 
Reverend Lee Towe……Many Chinese have passed through the narrow 
doors to receive the English and (obligatory) Bible lessons offered there, 
and Mabel Lee is very proud of her work. So even though the Trust in 
God Baptist mission that her father used to work for is now on Elizabeth 
Street, Dr. Lee is undaunted. She definitely calls her congregation the First 
Chinese Baptist Church.” (Hall 1998) 
As it was stated by Tseng in his essay on Mabel Lee, before she was 
“rediscovered” as a women activism after the 1990s, she was remembered and 
commemorated because of her devotion to the education of the young generation 
of Chinatown, and the tangible archives of her have been carefully preserved by 
the community in memory of her devotions. 
In any case, she dedicated the rest of her life to the small church and 
community service center where she undoubtedly influenced the growing 
population of children and families in New York’s Chinatown. (Tseng 
1996) 
After the 1990s, more and more researchers began digging into the archives of 
Mabel Lee, and her early-time political activities, especially her participation in 
the women’s rights’ movement has been reiterated and highlighted. At the same 
time, the historic value of Mabel Lee has been recognized by not only the 
residents of Chinatown, but also as part of a broader historical narrative. In 2018, 
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at the dedication ceremony of the nomination of the post office after Mabel Lee, 
Rep. Nydia Velazquez, who proposed the bill for the renaming, said in the 1920s, 
American society offered few opportunities to women, while Lee had to conquer 
endless barriers to achieve what she did, and that’s why she was “such an 
inspiring figure and deserved to have a post office named after her.”(Chau 2018) 
At a time when women were widely expected to spend a life in the home, 
Lee shattered one glass ceiling after another. From speaking out in the 
classroom to organizing Chinese-American women to secure the right to 
vote, Lee’s bold vision for Chinatown is very much alive in our 
community today. (Chau 2018) 
Senior Associate Dean of Studies of Barnard College Christina Kuan Tsu also 
delivered remarks at the dedication ceremony, expressing a similar narrative 
concerning her inspiration to the Chinese-American community: 
She was fearless and selfless in her efforts as a suffragette, advocating for 
women’s voting rights even though those very rights would exclude her 
as a Chinese immigrant. She understood that equality of opportunity was 
essential, and that someday that opportunity would extend to the 
Chinese-American community, as well. (Barnard 2018) 
The storytelling about Mabel Lee has changed from her sacred devotion to the 
congregation to her historical influence on the women’s rights movement and 
inspiration to the Chinese American women. As such, the ways of 
commemorating Mabel Lee have become much more diverse than before, and 
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the spaces for celebrating her historical contribution have also moved from the 
interior of the First Baptist Church to multiple public places in New York. For 
example, the Public Art Project painting the Doyers Street held from 2017 to 
2018, and the memorial project for the women suffragists launched by the 
LinkNYC and the Museum of the City of New York. Furthermore, in 2020, for 
commemorating the centennial of women suffragists’ protest, the public cultural 
organizations of New York City have held various exhibitions about women 
suffragists, where Mabel Lee has been highlighted as a representative pioneer of 
Chinese American women who struggled for her right of voting.57 
3.1.3 Stories and Spaces: Completing the Stories and the Potential Historic 
Spots of Mabel Lee 
 
Based on the turning of narrative, the changing of narrators and the application 
of multimedia storytelling, today’s stories about Mabel Lee have more layers 
than before. Still, to fully understand the legacy of Mabel Lee, the narrators of 
her stories like Bayer Lee believe that there are more stories hidden that need to 
be told: 
Her participation in the Chinese student movement and efforts to help 
build the New Chinese Republic of 1912 is yet to be made known to the 
residents of Chinatown. (Deng 2020) 
                                               
57 “The piecemeal, partial progress of women’s suffrage history is also emphasized in ‘Rightfully Hers: American 
Women and the Vote,’ at the National Archives through Jan. 3, 2021...And it also highlights figures like Marie 
Louise Bottineau Baldwin...and Mabel Ping-Hua Lee, a Chinese immigrant who as a teenager helped lead a 1912 
suffrage parade in New York on horseback, despite being ineligible for citizenship under the Chinese Exclusion Act. 
(The act was repealed in 1943.)” Cited from Jennifer Schuessler, “The Complex History of the Women’s Suffrage 




Thus, the rich historical legacy of Mabel Lee is continually rediscovered from the 
growing and changing storytelling. Once discovered, the historical details 
inundated in the stories could give new life to the related spaces by uncovering 
their historical values, and thus could promote the preservation and designation 
of the endangered indoor and outdoor landmarks. By listing the potential 
historical spots as central spaces where the stories happened, the power of 
storytelling and space could be combined and together contribute to the 
sustainable preservation of the women suffragists' legacy. 
There are two existing historical spots about Mabel Lee: her permanent residence 
at 53 Bayard Street where she had stayed since 1915, and the First Chinese 
Baptist Church where she spent most of her lifetime after the 1920s. Neither of 
these two spots are designated as landmarks, while at the lobby of the First 
Chinese Baptist Church, Mabel Lee’s historical photos are displayed in memory 
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1915 53 Bayard Street Tenement house Former home of 
Mable Lee 
 
Figure.25. The Potential Women-Related Historic Heritage of Chinatown, New York from 1920s 




Figure.26. The façade of the First Chinese Baptist Church, also the Memorial of Mabel Lee’s 
Father, Lee To (or Towe), the pastor of the Baptist Chinese Mission in New York’s Chinatown 
since 1904. Photo by Robert.K. Chin. 
Figure.27. The Chinese plaque hanging on the façade of the church, named the building as “Ji 
Nian Tang” in mandarian, means the “Memorial Hall”. Handwritten by Hu Shih, the famous 





Figure.28. The façade of 53 Bayard Street, where Mabel Lee lived with her family since 1915. 
Photo from Google Earth. Jan 22, 2020.  
 
 
Figure.29. One of Mabel Lee’s historic photos displayed at the lobby of the First Chinese Baptist 
Church, Photo by Fei Deng, Jan 20, 2020. 
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3.2 Case Two: the gendered geography, spontaneous memorials, and the legacy 
of the women garment laborers’ strike in 1982 
3.2.1 Historical Background, narrators’ identification and storytelling 
Since 1982, the stories of the 1982 strike have been majorly preserved as family 
memories, considering the fact that most garment factories closed after the 1990s, 
and no public monument is set in memory of this event. Under this 
circumstance, the narrators of the 1982 strike are also the main initiators for 
promoting the preservation and representation of this event’s legacy. For 
example, they held and participated in exhibitions in memory of women 
garment laborers in community museums, collected small memorials after the 
strike and donated them to academic organizations or displayed them inside 
their own departments, and also spontaneously created or helped record public 
oral history archives for remembering that period.58  
Through analyzing the storytelling of the 1982 strike’s legacy, it is obvious that 
all the stories have two common characters: the frequent representation of the 
space-related memories, while the public spaces like the factory, street and office 
of the ILGWU were majorly occupied by Chinese women laborers for the first 
time; and the initiative that the strikers showed in passing down the tangible and 
intangible legacy of the 1982 strike as intergenerational common memory, 
                                               
58 “After the strike, Local 23-25’s leaders devoted significant resources to improving its relationship with the 
Chinese membership.” Cited from Katie Quan (2009) Memories of the 1982 ILGWU Strike in New York 





especially among women family members. While the first character helps the 
later researchers rebuild the spatial memorial map of the 1980s’ women’s rights 
movement, the second character reflects the sustainability of the storytelling of 
the memories about the 1982 strike. Considering the fact that Chinatown is 
continually experiencing gentrification, these two characters give a possible 
solution for better preserving the marginalized groups’ historical legacy in a 
gentrifying neighborhood. 
First of all, the names of the major narrators that largely built today’s public 
narrative on this issue need to be clarified. Their names are available since their 
storytelling of the 1982 strike has been published as memoirs or recorded as oral 
history archives and open to the public.59 
 
 
                                               
59 The oral history archives cited in this chapter are from three online digitized oral history archives:  
1. The Asian Garment Workers in New York City from Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives of New York 
University’s Tamiment Library, conducted by Bichiluyen Nguyen in 1989, Interviews are with ILGWU 
members and staff, and one interview is with a garment manufacturer. Topics covered include emigration 
to the U.S., working conditions, joining the ILGWU, and major strikes. These interviews are open for 
research, retrieved from http://dlib.nyu.edu/findingaids/html/tamwag/oh_018/dsc.html. 
2. The "The Asian-American Labor Movement: An Oral History of the Organization of the Chinatown 
Garment Shops" (Includes interviews with Jay Mazur, Wing Fong Chin, Edgar Romney, and May Chen), 
cited from New York University Asian/Pacific/American Studies Program and Institute, March 2004. 
Retrieved from digitaltamiment.hosting.nyu.edu/s/asian-garment-workers-in-new-york-city-oral-history-
collection-oh-018/item/5940. 
3. The Videos and Films about the strike happened in Chinatown in 1982. Kheel Center for Labor-
Management Documentation and Archives, Cornell University, School of Industry and Labor Relations, 
retrieved fromhttps://digitalcommons.ilr.cornell.edu/kheel/. 
4. Katie Quan,The Memories of the 1982 ILGWU Strike in New York Chinatown from the UCBerkeley 
Labor Center. Retrieved from http://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/memories-of-the-1982-ilgwu-strike-in-new-
york-chinatown/. 
5. Chan, Huiying B. (2019). "How Chinese American Women Changed U.S. Labor History". Open City. 









female Worked as a women garment laborer in 
Chicago and New York, and played a 
leading role in the 1982 Chinatown strike. 
After the strike, she worked with (ILGWU) 
Local 23-25's Education Department until 
her retirement in 1999; 







Chan, Huiying B’s 
interview in 2019; 
 
Robert F. Wagner 




Alice Ip female Worked as women garment laborer in 1976, 
core organizer of the 1982 Chinatown strike; 
Chan, Huiying B’s 




female Worked as women garment laborer after 
1967; core organizer of the 1982 Chinatown 
strike; 
Robert F. Wagner 




May Chen female The first generation born in the U.S. and 
became politicized during the civil rights 
movement and student strikes in the 1960s; 
became the legal assistant and educational 








Chan, Huiying B’s 
interview in 2019. 
 
Jay Mazur female  Became president of the ILGWU after the 
strike; declared the slogan of “we are one” at 
the strike;  











female Worked as women garment worker since the 
1970s; the writer of the memoir, “Memories 
of the 1982 ILGWU Strike in New York 
Chinatown” 
Robert F. Wagner 
Labor Archives of 
New York 
                                               








Fay Chew male Executive director of the Chinatown’s 
History  project 
Marvine Howe, 
“Hard Lives of 
Garment Workers 
on Display,” The 
New York Times. 
Dec 3, 1989. 
Mary Ting 
Yi Lui 
female  program director for the project Marvine Howe, 
“Hard Lives of 
Garment Workers 
on Display,” The 
New York Times. 




male Journalist, made an interview with Alice Ip, 
Connie ling, May Chen and Shui Mak Ka 











female Writer of the book “ Holding up more than 
half the sky: Chinese Women Garment 
Workers in New York City, 1948-92” 
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Figure.30. Graph of major narrators of the Chinese women garment workers’ strike in 1982 in 
Manhattan’s Chinatown, edited by Fei Deng. 
 
For the first-generation narrators of the story, almost all of them were women 
garment laborers who in-sitully witnessed the strike, while some of them were 
also members of the ILGWU. The second-wave of narrators of this story are 
multiple. While a large group are still the family members of the initial narrators, 
the scholars researching Chinese American laborers’ history, journalists and 
curators of museums have also joined in the historical narrative of the story. As 
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the narrators changed during this process, the narrating of the story also 
changed. 
3.2.2 Analysis: the two characteristics of the storytelling of 1982 Chinese 
women laborers’ strike in New York Chinatown 
a) The family stories: how the legacy of the women’s strike was 
consciously passed down  
This section will focus on the intergenerational storytelling of the stories about 
the 1982 strike. Since the narrators and content of the narrative has changed as 
time passes by, it is important to understand the initiative of different 
generations of narrators by analyzing the historical consciousness of their actions 
of preservation and to examine the sustainability of this self-conscious 
preservation of the community’s marginalized history.  
The first example is from Katie Quan’s personal memoir, “The Memories of the 
1982 ILGWU Strike in New York Chinatown” finished in 2009. Details from the 
memoir reveal the interviewee’s initiative in inheriting the family stories about 
women laborers from their elder generation to themselves, then passing down to 
their younger family members. 
First of all, the space-related historic scenes were frequently mentioned in stories 
as a key for recalling the memories shared between generations. For example, the 
scene of the women laborers’ sewing clothes for the factory was always a typical 
historic image. This scene is so deeply and widely remembered that it could 
evoke the shared memory among generations and community.  
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Late one night I peeked into a small sewing factory in Oakland Chinatown 
and was stunned to see the women still sewing under a dull fluorescent 
glow, surrounded by piles of garments…This image reminded me of my 
grandmothers, immigrant women from China, who had toiled and 
struggled in sweatshops like this one, so that their children and 
grandchildren might have better lives...My mother-in-law’s job was to cut 
the thread. Mine was to sew the garments...She got a needle pricked in her 
finger once and she had a bandage that was like a big ice cream. (Quan 
2019) 
The recalling of typical historical scenes is also powerful when talking about the 
strike. By narrating their personal experience in the historical event emotionally, 
they spontaneously included themselves into the historical image, and they used 
the scene to educate their younger generations, as recorded in Bao Xiaolan’s 
book, Holding up more than half the sky : Chinese women garment workers in New York 
city, 1948-92. 
Chen Miaoying, a homeworker in Brooklyn, described it as one of the 
most important events in her life...Carrying her one-year-old daughter on 
her back and holding the hand of her five-year-old son, she traveled 
Chinatown early that day. “Never before did I feel the sky was so blue 
and the day so bright. I felt I was so powerful when I was marching with 
the crowd.” (Bao 2001) 
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Another major way of passing down the memory, is collecting the memorials of 
that strike and exhibit in their own apartment. A typical example is the personal 
collection of Shui Mak Ka, who was a women worker, a core organizer of the 
strike and the one who gave a speech at the rally in Columbus Park. In Haiyang 
Chan’s article issued in 2019, “How Chinese American Women Changed U.S. 
Labor History,” the author interviewed Shui in her own apartment, representing 
her personal collection for the strike. 
Her living room is filled with stacks of photo albums, magazines, and t-
shirts. Her son and filmmaker Shing Ka is sitting on the couch adjacent to 
me… “Take a picture of this shirt,” Mrs. Ka, who is nearing her 90s, says, 
holding up the white ILGWU T-shirt she keeps in her armchair in her 
midtown apartment...“The next generation needs to learn how to 
organize. Know that other people’s issues are your own. If you don’t 
organize, you too will lose all of your benefits.”(Chan 2019) 
In addition, more tangible memorials, including the petitions, the magazines and 
leaflets, the historical photos, and the union caps and T-shirts they wore and the 
picket signs and banners they held at the day of that strike were spontaneously 
collected and donated by the participators of the strike and to the public 
organizations.  
For example, the earliest public exhibition held for remembering the Chinese 
women garment laborers in New York after WWII was the temporary exhibition 
named “Both Sides of the Cloth,” organized and opened to the public in 1989 by 
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the New York Chinatown History Project.61 In this exhibition, the participants of 
the 1982 strike are also interviewed, including Alice Ip. In an article of New York 
Times’ reporting the opening of the exhibition on Dec 3, 1989.62 The different 
attitudes toward the exhibition’s historical value varies among different 
generations, showing a gap in historic consciousness in the process of passing 
down stories. Among the different generations, the elder generations, like Fay 
Chew’s mother, who retired in around the 1980s and has no deep participation in 
the women garment laborers’ movement, tend to dismiss narrating their 
personal stories. On the contrary, the generations that experienced the 1980’s 
laborer movement when they were still women workers are the major narrators 
of enhancing their historic role, tend to enthusiastically tell their stories to their 
kids. 
Fay Chew, the executive director of the project, recalled with pride how 
her mother, a former garment worker, “juggled her multiple roles, 
dropping us off at school, going to the factory, coming to fix lunch, taking 
us back to school, returning to the factory, picking us up, fixing dinner.” 
She retired in 1980. As a garment worker for 22 years, she had not worked 
consistently enough to earn a pension. Her mother, Bick Koon Chin, 72, 
                                               
61 “The curators, Anne Ho and Dorothy Rony, clearly think of the laborers as active participants in the construction 
of their own history, and rely heavily on oral histories, personal statements, and other techniques that let the women 
speak about their own experiences of immigration, employment, marriage, and child.” Cited from Reviewed Work: 
Both Sides of the Cloth: Chinese American Women in the New York City Garment Industry by Anne Ho, Dorothy 
Rony, Mei Chiu Crain, Sokie Lee, Mary. Tingyi. Lui. Hood Clifton, The Public Historian 12, no. 3 (1990): 165-67. 
Accessed April 20, 2020. doi:10.2307/3378220. 





visited the exhibit recently. “Why do you talk about this work?'' her 
daughter said she asked in dismay. ''It is not important.” (Howe 1989) 
“...In the exhibit, Ah Ying, a Brooklyn mother of two, says her life has 
been like the old Chinese saying, ''The precious young miss changes into a 
beast of burden pawing at bitterness...'That's what my life was like,'' Mrs. 
Alice Ip said. ''I had to take care of the children and pay the bills.''  (Howe 
1989) 
As time passes by, especially when the Manhattan’s Chinatown faces 
unprecedented damage and gentrification after the 9·11 crisis, the younger 
generations’ way of understanding what happened in June of 1982 has changed, 
and the public cultural organizations including the museums and libraries 
became a crucial channel in continually telling the stories. One case shows how 
the younger generation is influenced by the existing storytelling, that the 
historical scene reminds him of his grandmother’s experience: 
I first saw the black and white photo of elderly immigrant Asian women a 
decade ago when I was in high school…My initial reaction: shock— I had 
never seen or heard about protest being something grandmothers in my 
community participated in; and then curiosity— what was this moment in 




b. Space and memory: how the 1982 women garment laborers’ strike is 
rememorized geographically by narrators 
As Bao Xiaolan pointed out in her book, gendered geography has historically 
been one of the characteristics of the U.S. laborers’ history: “The U.S working 
class has historically been characterized by its whiteness, its industrial work 
setting, and its masculine identity based not only on its members’ biology but 
also on their gendered behavior, work culture, and occupational identities.” (Bao 
2002)  
Thus, the rediscovery and nomination of the gender-related spaces mentioned in 
the storytelling could be crucial resources for creating spatial memorial maps. 
a) Before the strike 
In detail, for the first character of 1982 strike’s storytelling——the high 
representation of space-related memories, the narrators mentioned it not only 
during and after the 1982 strike, but also before the strike, providing a complete 
picture of the women garment laborers' working and living environment. 
For example, Katie Quan, who was a garment laborer in New York Chinatown 
since the 1970s and participated in the 1982 strike as a member of the ILGWU, 
recalling her personal memoir of the historic strike. At the beginning, she 
mentioned the prosperous garment industry of Chinatown in emotional 
narrating style:  
When I arrived in New York Chinatown in 1975, the garment industry 
was booming with over 10,000 immigrant women sewing in some 300 
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Chinese-owned factories that contracted for Seventh Avenue brands…On 
every block you could hear the whirring of the sewing machines and the 
hissing of the steam presses coming from the nineteenth century brick loft 
buildings that were dimly lit until late at night. (Quan 2009) 
Besides, except the street view of the neighborhood of garment factories, more 
memories are about the indoor scenes where women garment laborers kept 
working side by side. Furthermore, these personal stories happened inside the 
factories also gave a first-hand description of the laborers' mutual relationship, 
the employee-employer relationship, and how the sewing machines created a 
special industrial atmosphere.  
It was surreal, like watching in a Truffaut movie, except I was in the 
middle of it…My co-workers were cackling and pointing at me, while I sat 
traumatized and speechless after sewing right into my own finger…The 
boss checked for needle fragments in my finger, saw that it was clear, gave 
me iodine and a band-aid, and announced that I had “graduated.”…If the 
price was too low, workers would complain, and sometimes fierce 
shouting matches would take place.    (Quan 2009） 
Moreover, the space-related memories of the women garment laborers before the 
strike are not only about their working space, while inside their own home, more 
stories show that how the home of women workers became a space where their 
personal experiences impacted intergenerationally, where the two characters of 
1982 strike’s storytelling entangle. 
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At the time many garment workers were young women with children, 
and they would sew for employers at home (which was not legal), or they 
would let older women care for their children. (Quan 2009） 
In 1982, when the employers of New York’s Chinatown refused to sign the 
ILGWU’s contract and demanded the workers to give back holidays and other 
benefits, the key geographical spots where women laborers gathered to prepare 
for the strike are frequently mentioned in the memoirs and oral history 
recordings. The common memorial spaces that were mentioned most are the 
ILGWU’s office hall at midtown, the factories where laborers signed the petition 
for strike, and the subway stations of Chinatown where the workers passed out 
leaflets for promoting the strike. 
By this time, I had worked in the industry for seven years and was the 
chief shop steward at Kin Yip Sportswear, a factory of 200 workers—the 
largest in Chinatown… They pressed coins into my hand and told me to 
call the union to tell its officers that we wanted to strike...In the factory 
upstairs from us, the workers didn’t even wait for the union to call for a 
strike…they staged a wildcat strike and appeared en masse at the union 
hall, saying they weren’t going back to work until their boss signed the 
contract… My co-workers demanded that the union have a meeting about 
the contract, and about 100 of us took the subway uptown to meet with 
union officials. (Quan 2009） 
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In the procedure of preparation, the words about time, direction, action and 
geographical spots were used a lot, as the women laborers' personal map for 
recalling the real situation. The rare scene of a large group of women’s 
appearance at Chinatown’s public space firstly stages, and repeats frequently 
during the strike, making it a typical scene of the 1982 strike’s public memory. 
The next day at 5 p.m., we all turned off our machines, picked up Chinese 
leaflets from the union’s staff, and fanned out to different parts of 
Chinatown… For the first time the community was deluged with dozens 
of immigrant Chinese women with plastic shopping bags full of leaflets 
who were talking up a storm about the need to come to a rally... (Katie 
2009） 
… we all turned off our machines and walked across Chinatown to the 
radio station which was located in an old tenement building… Dozens of 
members volunteered on phone banks, stuffed envelopes with letters to 
the members, and spoke to the media… An office in Chinatown was 
opened where staff and members wrote leaflets, painted banners, and 
held small meetings. (Katie 2009） 
Additionally, one of the places that the women garment laborers once held 
meetings before the strike was the same place where the strikers of the 1909’s 
“Uprising of 20,000” rallied, and consciously, the strikers of the 1982 strike 
recognized their similarity in history.  
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One meeting was held at Cooper Union in the Lower East Side, where in 
1909 ILGWU Local 25 heroine Clara Lemlich had rallied her co-workers to 
strike in the famous “Uprising of 20,000.”...It gave me goosebumps to 
know that we were meeting in the very same hallowed room on the verge 
of making the same kind of history, with the same local union and even 
the same number of workers. (Quan 2009） 
b) During and after the strike 
In the whole process of the strike, the Columbus Park was the most obvious 
landmark, while its historic value shows when the protesters spontaneously 
realized the significance of their occupation of the public space. 
The next morning was a hot and humid New York June morning, but 
even so two hours before the rally was scheduled to begin, thousands of 
workers began streaming into Columbus Park, fanning themselves to keep 
cool and waiting patiently.  
By the time the rally began, there were nearly 20,000 Chinatown garment 
workers crammed into the park, all wearing union caps and carrying 
picket signs and banners… After the rally the whole crowd marched 
through the streets of Chinatown. It was an exhilarating moment. 
Thousands upon thousands of Chinese immigrant women garment 
workers had come together to stand up for themselves. (Quan 2009） 
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In retrospect Alice Ip saw a reciprocal relationship between her union 
involvement, per previous work at the garment shop, and her stronger 
ties with her children. (Bao 2002) 
When the strike went to an end, Columbus Park returned to its usual status and 
no visible plaques or monuments left for remembering the strike happened in 
1982. When more and more garment factories closed since the late 1980s, the only 
way to trace the clues of this historical event was to see the remaining memorials 
that the strikers displayed in their own house or donated to the community 
museums and ILGWU. 
 
3.2.3  Stories and Spaces: The trails and related historic spots of the 1982 
Women Garment Labors’ Protest 
Confronted with the new challenges after the 2000s when the neighborhood of 
Manhattan’s Chinatown has drastically changed following the irreversible 
gentrification, the close of garment factories and the rising number of residents’ 
moving out of Chinatown, the re-discovering and listing of the potential 
historical spots as central stages where the stories happened from the existing 
storytelling could work as a sustainable preservation instrument. Based on all the 
oral history archives, journalistic interviews and personal memoirs, the in-detail 
stories reveal the inundated value of related spaces where important historical 
events once happened. 
As for the potential historical spots about the 1982 strike, most of them are public 
spaces, and the trail of the strike was mentioned mostly when the strikers 
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recalled their memories of that day. The trail of strike started from each direction, 
when people marched through three of the major streets of Chinatown, the Canal 
Street, Pell Street and Mott Street to Columbus Park, where people gathered, 
gave speeches and held their slogans.  
In addition, according to the remaining oral history’s narrative, some other 
representative historic spots including the The Cooper Union in the Lower East 
Side and the Headquarter office of the Local 23-25 International Ladies’ Garment 
Workers’ Union’s (ILGWU) at No.275 7th Avenue, which are also highlighted as 
important historic spots in the trail. Besides, some crucial sites of the garment 
factories are also mentioned, including the Kin Yip Sportswear as one of the 
largest garment factories in 1982 and one of the epicenters during the 
preparation of the strike. 
 




The Cooper Union in the 
Lower East Side (same place 
holding both the meetings of 
the 1982 strike and 1909’s 
“Uprising of 20,000) 
 
Headquarter office of the Local 
23-25 International Ladies’ 
Garment Workers’ Union’s 
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Columbus Park; 
 
Some sites of the garment 
factories, including the site of 
the Kin Yip Sportswear 
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(location need to be confirmed) 
 
Figure.31. The Potential Women-Related Historic Heritage of Chinatown, New York from 1946 to 
1980s. Data from Museum of Chinese in America Collection and The Kheel Center ILGWU 
Collection, Cornell University, edited by Fei Deng. 
 
Conclusion 
All in all, the goal of this research is to figure out how spontaneous storytelling 
could contribute to the preservation of existing women’s history of ethnic 
enclaves like Manhattan’s Chinatown. Starting from the key questions put 
forward at the beginning of the thesis, the two cases in Chapter Three mainly 
focus on the following questions: Who are the initial narrators and how did they 
consciously preserve the historic legacy of women’s history by storytelling? 
When the narrators and methods of storytelling changed, can the activities of 
preservation still continue based on the existing storytelling? How did the 
gendered spaces are narrated in their storytelling?   
From both the case of Mabel Lee and the women garment laborers' protest of 
1982, one common characteristic of the storytelling is the conscious mention of 
the space-related memories, which shows as a historic “scene” to recall the 
memories shared among different generations of the community. By describing 
the activities that happened historically in the spaces, the storytelling re-
discovered the value of the inundated places, which are always lacking 
conservation and historic interpretation. In this way, the spontaneous 
storytelling could be valuable, bottom-to-up way of preserving the local 
community’s underrepresented group’s historic legacy, because it could function 
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as a storage of historic information before the story’s value was re-discovered by 
the public cultural organizations, and after the story’s historic value was re-
discovered, it could build the language of its historic value based on the 
community’s emotional, in-situ memory of the space. Thus, by consciously 
collecting and preserving the trace of storytelling before the unrepresented 
women’s history was recognized and related landmarks was officially 
designated, and digging the space-related storytelling after the women’s history 
was publically narrated, the spaces with submerged history could get better 
preservation with the community’s understanding and support. 
Moreover, by analyzing the change of the narrator and method of narrative as 
time passes by in the two cases, the results shows that when the Chinese 
American community in Manhattan’s Chinatown became more and more 
geographically dispersed after the 2000s, the younger generations inheriting the 
stories of initial narrators tend to enhance the women pioneers’ historic 
contribution in broader historical context and in multiple medias, rather than 
confining it inside the community of Chinese ethnic enclaves as shown in its 
early years. This change in narrative has more positive than negative impact on 
the preservation of the Chinese women immigrants’ historic legacy, while their 
stories and related historic spaces could be represented and interpreted as part of 
the American women immigrants’ history, and have more opportunity to be 
known by the public and preserved. However, the changing storytelling could 
also work as a lens to check whether the women’s historic legacy was fully 
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understood, as the case of Mabel Lee. Besides, because of the time limitation and 
other unfulfilled conditions, the thesis has not achieved all the expected goals. 
Because of the limited number of interviewees and the short time of doing the 
oral history documentation, the thesis has to combine the in-person interviews 
with other digitized oral history archives open to the public. The spatial 
memorial map also shows as an initial version and needs further reinforcement. 
In short, this thesis could be a starting point of talking about the role of 
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2nd YEAR STUDENT OF HISTORIC PRESERVATION PROGRAM 
GRADUATE SCHOOL OF ARCHITECTURE, PLANNING AND PRESERVATION 
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY 
  
Hello, my name is Fei Deng and I am from the Graduate School of Architecture, 
Planning and Preservation. I am doing a thesis research about how the local 
community preserves the New York Chinatown’s Asian American women’s 
history. The findings from this survey will be presented to the department of the 
Graduate School of Architecture, Planning and Preservation for thesis review. 
Participation in the survey is voluntary. Your responses will be kept 
confidential and will be used for thesis writing only. We hope that you will 

















02/ (selective question) If answered Yes, how many years in residence at this 
address? 
Specify number of ____ years. 
  
  
03/ Who do you think is important to be remembered in Chinatown’s women 
history? (could be more than one) 
  
04/From where (like oral storytelling, memoirs, academic dissertations, online or 
other) did you mostly learn the history of Chinatown’s women history? 
  
05/ (selective question)When did you start collecting and preserving the 
documents about Chinatown’s women history? How long did it last? 
  
06/ Why do you want to preserve this part of history ? 
  
07/ Why do you think people living in and outside Chinatown should know 
more about this part of the story? 
  
08/Do you think the history of women of New York’s Chinatown has been better 
recognized and memorized? 
If not, why? 
If so, are there any representations of public recognition? 
  
09/Do you have any suggestions for promoting the preservation of Asian 
American women’s history in Chinatown? 
  
10/In what ways do you think the community could better participate in the 




11/If you have any other question you want to ask or any more information to 
add, please write it down here. 
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